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ProfileThe Value of a Good DebateLondon’s cavernous Royal Albert Hall is
more often host to world-famous opera
singers than to schoolchildren, but for
one day in April it welcomed almost 500
students from six schools across Britain
for a debate on the following motion:
‘‘This House believes it is right to use up
to 14-day-old embryos created in labora-
tory test tubes as a source of stem cells
for research into disease.’’
The ethical questions surrounding stem
cell research are frequently left to news-
paper columnists or government commit-
tees, so the event, called ‘‘Arena of
Debate: Nobody Lives Forever,’’ was an
unusual opportunity for young people to
share their views. With funding from two
private donors, the debate was jointly
organized by the Royal Albert Hall’s
Learning and Participation department
and by Y Touring, the theater company
of the London-based Central YMCA.
Together, they created a visual spectacle
for the audience: giant cell-like discs hung
from the blood-red ceiling of the 138-
year-old arena, above huddles of 15-
and 16-year-olds. Meanwhile, three
television screens circled a central stage,
upon which a panel of scientists and ethi-
cists presented different sides of the
issue. It wasn’t a music concert, but it
had the drama of one.
‘‘I can’t really see what the problem is.
The embryo is not a human being and
we should take cells from it,’’ proclaimed
Lewis Wolpert, Emeritus Professor of
Biology as Applied to Medicine at the
Department of Cell and Developmental
Biology at University College, London.
Josephine Quintavalle from the public-
interest group Comment on Reproductive
Ethics responded equally as passion-
ately: ‘‘Hands up anyone here today that
wasn’t once an embryo,’’ she asked. ‘‘I
was once an embryo and so were you.
Would you rather have been a stem cell?’’
Peppering this heated discussion were
short, amateur films created by each of
the schools. Similarly varied in tone
to the rest of the debate, they ranged
from the scientific (a film by Quintin
Kynaston School in central London ex-
plained that a third of fertilized eggs die
naturally anyway), to those that shame-
lessly provoked a ‘‘yuck’’ factor (studentsStudents at the Royal Albert Hall make their votes for or against stem cell research.
Photo: Sheila Burnett.from Brentside High School in west
London asked whether one would trade
the life of a two-year-old toddler to treat
wrinkles).
Efforts to connect to young people
through debates like this have intensified
over the last decade. University of Edin-
burgh researchers created an interactive
road show in 2008 to educate local
schoolchildren about stem cell biology.
The UK’s Festival of Science, which
attracts thousands of students annually,
last year also organized workshops on
the same theme.
And in the United States, President
Obama’s support for stem cell research
came with parallel boosts to education
funding, part of which will be used to
improve school laboratories and science
teaching. One effect is that future genera-
tions are likely to be better informed about
the choices made by policymakers on the
stem cell front.
At the Royal Albert Hall debate, most
students had arrived having already had
lessons about the underlying scientific
concepts behind stem cells. All had also
seen a play, performed by the Y Touring
Theatre Company, illustrating the
personal dilemmas faced by those who
are desperate for treatments that suchCell Stemresearch may one day provide. In the
storyline, a mother with Huntington’s
disease discovers that her adult son has
inherited her incurable condition. When
the son and his partner seek IVF treat-
ment in order to select a child free of the
disease, they eventually choose to donate
the spare embryos for medical research,
despite some ethical reservations.
‘‘We create scripts that engage young
people, so they empathize with the issues
the characters face,’’ explained Y Tour-
ing’s executive director, Nigel Townsend.
While many students believed that the
couple in the play had made the right
choice, a minority disagreed, proving
that education doesn’t always bring the
expected results. ‘‘Many scientists
believe that, if only you inform people,
they will make the decision you want
them to make. That’s not always true,’’
he said.
One student accused a panelist, Sophie
Petit-Zeman from the Association of
Medical Research Charities, of arrogance
for casually describing an embryo as
a ‘‘bundle of cells.’’ Another argued that
what begins as medical research could
one day end in designer babies or cloning.
‘‘I think in a way it’s really immoral,’’ she
argued.Cell 4, May 8, 2009 ª2009 Elsevier Inc. 385
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ProfileAt times, the debate became more
uncomfortable. ‘‘For me, life is precious.
Your life is precious,’’ Calum MacKellar,
director of the Scottish Council on Human
Bioethics, told the crowd. ‘‘There were
laws in the past that said black people
were not persons . . . Where do you
draw the line? If we start drawing lines,
where do we stop?’’ Comments like this
only served to annoy some of the scien-
tists on the panel, who felt that many of
the arguments against stem cell research
were based on little more than religious
objections. Lewis Wolpert, in particular,
found himself vehemently repeating his
belief that an embryo is not equivalent to
a human life.
There was, however, some consensus,
even among those arguing against
creating purpose-made embryos for
stem cell research, that scientists should
be able to use embryos left over from IVF
treatments because these would ulti-
mately be destroyed anyway. But for
Josephine Quintavalle, even this went
too far: ‘‘Stop creating the excess,’’ she
complained, calling for IVF practitioners
to limit the need for as many fertilized
eggs.
Lewis Wolpert addresses the audience, with
Josephine Quintavalle and Calum MacKellar
watching in the background. Photo: Sheila
Burnett.386 Cell Stem Cell 4, May 8, 2009 ª2009 ElsMark Lythgoe, a science communicator
and director of the Centre of Advanced
Biomedical Imaging at University College
London, who chaired the debate, ended
by asking the audience whether they
would support stem cell research if a close
family member were dying of a disease
that could one day be helped by it. Most
hands were raised. Finally came the
crucial question, displayed on the screens
above the hall: should 14-day-old
embryos created in laboratory test tubes
be used as a source of stem cells for
research into disease? The crowd was
abuzz as last-minute decisions were
made: 163 agreed and 112 disagreed,
with a remaining 33 ‘‘don’t knows.’’
The result surprised Lythgoe, who ex-
pected more children to come out in
favor of the research. ‘‘We’re not designed
to easily change, especially religious
beliefs,’’ he explained backstage. On the
plus side, he added, there were fewer
undecided people than there had been at
the start of the day. ‘‘It’s very easy to get
complacent as scientists. There is not
much value placed on public engagement
in the university system. In fact you are
discouraged from it because you are ex-
pected to spend your time getting papers
published. When you get the chance to
ask the public, then you see that people
do have concerns, which makes events
like this incredibly important.’’
The fact that much stem cell research
is publicly funded means that there is
greater onus on scientists to explain their
work. In 2008 a UK academic funding
agency, the Biotechnology and Biological
Sciences Research Council (BBSRC),
collated data on public attitudes. It found
that 79% of a representative sample was
either not at all or not very familiar with
stem sell research. After the group at-
tended a workshop about the science
and ethics, 88% agreed that surplus
embryonic stem cells from IVF treatment
should be used for research.evier Inc.According to Patrick Middleton, head
of public engagement at the BBSRC,
this proves that dialogue between scien-
tists and the public pays off. ‘‘The vast
majority of the work that we’ve done
around this has found that the public
backs stem cell research. If they think
that scientists are sincere and that their
work is addressing serious problems,
there is overwhelming support,’’ he ex-
plained.
‘‘Better science education and engage-
ment with the public around science is so
important,’’ added Shirley Malcolm, head
of the Education and Human Resources
directorate at the American Association
for the Advancement of Science. ‘‘An indi-
vidual may still not agree with the idea of
stem cell research on moral or ethical
grounds, but at least they do so with
a better understanding both of what it is
and what it is not.’’
Indeed, the perceived need for greater
public engagement is spreading across
the world. In December 2008, science
communicators from 15 countries gath-
ered in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, to
present examples of best practice.
Among the most successful projects dis-
cussed at the conference was the Cafe´
Scientifique (of which there are already
250 in 40 countries across the world),
where scientists can informally explain
their work, especially on controversial
issues such as stem cells. This model is
now being expanded to Malawi, Ghana,
and Uganda.
In London’s Royal Albert hall, students
taking part in the debate were certainly
grateful for their opportunity to meet the
experts. ‘‘Scientists don’t talk to us
enough. They seem to be frustrated at
the public,’’ explained 15-year-old
Raeesa Dar from Brentside High School,
who ended up voting for the motion.
‘‘Things like this are great because we
finally have a chance to talk to them and
voice our opinions.’’
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